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THE OLD TESTAMENT FOR OUR TIMES.* 

By Prof. E. L. Curtis, Ph. D., 
McCormick Theol. Sem., Chicago. 



I. 

The Old Testament is for our times An Evidence of Christianity. 

In this it fits into a special need of to-day which calls so loudly for the founda- 
tions of belief, and demands a review of all testimonies for truth. Blot out the 
Old Testament, then we blot out one of the strongest reasons why we should 
accept the statements of the New and believe that Jesus of Nazareth was both 
man and God. The resurrection of Christ needs the evidence of the Old Testa- 
ment looking forward to that event. I need not recall how often it is appealed 
to in the New Testament. Neither also is the belief in the incarnation easily 
reasonable without the preparation for it found in these old writings. The words, 
the thoughts of Israel's prophets, the significant events of Israel's history, the 
belief, the' hope of that ancient people there embodied, are historic facts, and 
stand as an impregnable fortress of our Christian faith. These sacred records 
were written long before Christ came, and their testimony of him is unshaken 
by any school of criticism. For however men may distort their narratives and 
shift from century to century their composition, still here thay are, written, I 
repeat, long before Christ came, and presenting a wonderful correspondence 
between Him and them. No criticism can ever wash that out. Suppose Moses 
did not write the proto-evangelium, or the promise given to Abraham (although 
the evidence points to their origin in Scripture through him), yet some one wrote 
them, some one, and even if at the time of the exile, then by the power of God, 
knowing the purpose that God did have at the beginning of man's history, and 
Israel's history ; giving also that which as a beam of hope, a ray of light, must 
have been there, for there was one, ever advancing, growing brighter and brighter 
in anticipation, taken up by one and another in story and song, until at last it 
broke forth realized in the one who said " I am the light of the world," and to 
whom we now look back, as they looked forward. Suppose Isaiah did not draw 
that wondrous portrait of the man of sorrows, acquainted with grief, who should 
yet see of the travail of his soul and be satisfied, yet some one did. The picture 
was given by the power of God, revealing a divine purpose, dimly understood 
and comprehended, it may be, until there appeared its counterpart — the vicarious, 
suffering Messiah, the risen and glorified Eedeemer. Thus it is with all Old 
Testament teachings and history. The lines of their prefigurement of and prep- 
aration for Christ and Christianity can never be obliterated. They are like the 
stars set in the ethereal blue. They shine undimmed and undisturbed by theories 
of astronomers. Prof. Patton has well refused to make even the utterly unwar- 
ranted reconstructions of Jewish history proposed by Ruenen and Wellhausen, 
the logical warrant for denying the supernatural character of Christianity, saying: 
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" For Judaism, however explained, is genetically related to the Christian relig- 
ion." " Men may refuse to believe that God appeared to Moses and delivered to 
him a most completed system of jurisprudence and a complex sacrificial ritual. 
But they cannot ignore the correspondence between the Old Testament and the 
New."* The candid historical scholar cannot resist the belief that Jewish his- 
tory was a series of preparations for Christ's advent. Even if one should en- 
deavor to reject the inspiration of the book that records this history, he cannot 
doubt the inspiration of the history itself. God was there, rinding God thus in 
the history will lead one also to find him in the writing of the Book. For the 
Book and the history are one. 

This study of the Old Testament will do then for apologetics that which has 
been accomplished by the recent study of the New. This latter has given us the 
true historic Christ. This former will give us the true historic Israel, prophetic 
of Christ. 

II. 

The Old Testament impresses upon us also The Importance and Significance of 
this Life. It has been thought strange by many that the Old Testament scriptures 
had so little to say concerning the life beyond. Various reasons have been given 
for this fact. Some have assumed that a conception of a future and immortal 
state was as vivid and clear to the ancient Hebrews as to us ; and that this is 
always to be presupposed in reading those records, that no mention of it was 
made because none was needed. This is a mistake. Consider the sad pathetic 
words of the Psalmistt clinging to life, of Hezekiah when he said : 

" The grave cannot praise thee, death cannot celebrate thee : 
They that go down into the pit, cannot hope for thy truth. 
The living, the living, he shall praise thee as I do this day."* 

These could not have been written by those who had the full New Testament 
hope and belief. The New Testament also denies full Christian knowledge and 
assurance to the past. Jesus Christ brought life and immortality to light.? It is 
wrong, however, to go to the other extreme and deny to the Old Testament 
writers a belief in a future life. Death with them was not an eternal sleep. 
Death also did not leave them mere shades wandering aimlessly on another shore. 
No, stronger than death was love of Jehovah, and with him there must be life 
hereafter. 

"God will redeem my soul from the power of Sheol, 
For he shall receive me.ll 

There is no idle speculation about this future state. Firm faith rested in 
this assurance and therewith was content. This life was the all-important, and 
no destiny was known that did not grow out of this. Here then is a needed 
thought, when men are prone on the one hand to find a second probation, and on 
the other to emphasize to such an extent divine forgiveness and the final entrance 
into glory, so as to make it appear that it made no difference whether a life had 
been all wasted and thrown away, and then at the last moment saved, or whether 
from the beginning it had been full of noble consecration and service. The Old 
Testament preaches the necessity of right living based upon a right heart. There 
is no mere legalism. The source of all is divine grace : God calling, yet being 
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called ; God knowing, yet being known ; God loving, yet being loved ; the heart, 
the disposition, is everything. There is no magical formula of intellectual knowl- 
edge or of external rite. 

" Thus saith the high and lofty One that inhabiteth eternity, I dwell in the 
high and holy place, with him also that is of a contrite and humble spirit, to 
revive the spirit of the humble and to revive the heart of the contrite ones."* 

The rapture of the New Testament is not found in the Old. "We are not 
transported with Paul to the third heavens ; but there is a grandeur, a solemnity, 
a heroism in the conception of the true life linked to Jehovah reminding one of 
the familiar lines : 

" A sacred burden is the life ye bear. 
Look on it, lift it, bear it solemnly. 
Stand up and walk beneath it steadfastly,"— 

A conception needed in this age of so much mawkish gush and sentimentality, 
and which is the keynote of so much of the best preaching of the present day, 
which emphasizes continually character. 

III. 

The Old Testament enters also into Sympathy with the Anxious Struggles of Men 
over the Mysteries of Life. Possibly these struggles are no more to-day than they 
ever have been, and yet they seem so. Men to-day think. They are not like dumb, 
driven cattle, blindly accepting the traditions of the past. The scientific investi- 
gation of both physical, mental and moral phenomena, has placed them in a new 
world. Their thought-environment is all different from that of their fathers. 
And they are asking with pathetic earnestness, What is life ? Through the wide- 
reaching philanthropy, that Christ-like mark of our day, has come up also the old 
question, old and yet ever new, of the problem of evil, and above all, Why do the 
innocent suffer ? This now is the thought of the Book of Job, and in that grand 
add matchless poem I find God's imprint of sympathy with all those who wrestle 
to-day with these dark problems, and I find also the only remedy, God. This old 
revelation does not brush aside with scorn the anguish and bitterness of souls 
who find it hard, very hard, to submit to God's dealings. Nay, it tells out, the 
whole experience. There is the sad cursing of the day of birth,f the heart-rend- 
ing longing that life might never have been,J the bold complaint against God : 

"Know now that God hath subverted me in my cause, 
And hath compassed me with his net. 
Behold I cry out of wrong, but I am not heard : 
I cry for help, but there is no judgment."? 

Full utterance thus is given ; and though in the end there is condemnation for 
lack of faith and submission, yet a still severer condemnation is spoken against 
those self-appointed teachers who insisted on the application of their peculiar 
dogma, and wondered why their suffering friend did not through it give God the 
glory. Of a similar tenor also is the Book of Ecclesiastes, that strange riddle to 
many, which seems, with its sad refrain, " Vanity of vanities, all is vanity," 
more full of skepticism than faith, and echoes that discontent which lurks at 
times in nearly every soul and finds expression in all literature. Appropriate 
now for us is this voice coming from the Word of God ; for while men in all ages 
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have thus sung, yet to our age has it been reserved to elevate this pessimistic 
mood into a powerful system of philosophy, and this book brings us into sym- 
pathy with this mood, shows us its reality, and gives us a clew of how we may 
help men out of the same. Yes, as a recent commentator has said : " Those who 
study it will find that it meets the special tendencies of modern philosophical 
thought, and that the problems of life which it discusses are those with which 
our daily experience brings us in contact. And if they feel, as they will do, that 
there is hardly any book of the Old Testament which presents so marked a con- 
trast in its teaching to that of the gospels or epistles of the New Testament, they 
will yet acknowledge that it is not without a place in the divine economy of 
revelation, and may become to those who use it rightly, a school-master leading 
them to Christ."* 

I believe the church has not generally apprehended the full and true meaning 
of these old writings. They are not profitable to every mind ; but, since found 
in the Word of God, it has been often thought that in some way they must be. 
Hence they have been placed on the proerustean bed of allegory and compelled to 
teach almost everything that fancy could suggest, instead of being taken just as 
they are, the bitter experiences of souls tossed and baffled by the problems of 
this life, to reveal unto us how God sympathizes with such souls, how he would 
have us deal with them, and how he may even use them to tell us of him. 



* Cambridge Bible for Schools. Ecclesiastes by E. H. Plumptre, D. D., pp. 11, 12. 
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